Diagnostic and prognostic value of the determination of the aminopropeptide of type III procollagen in patients with primary liver cancer.
Hepatic fibroplasia seems to play an important role in the course of primary liver cancer (PLC) since, for instance, encapsulated and fibrolamellar hepatocellular carcinomas show a definitely better prognosis. In this study, serum procollagen III amino-terminal peptide (PIIIP) levels, which reflect synthesis and release of procollagen type III, were measured with the aim of assessing hepatic fibrogenesis in PLC patients and determining whether serum PIIIP levels play a diagnostic or prognostic role in PLC. Twenty-five patients with PLC, 74 patients with cirrhosis and 38 healthy volunteers were studied. Serum PIIIP levels were determined by a radioimmunoassay (RIA) method. In PLC patients PIIIP serum levels were significantly higher than those of controls and cirrhotic patients (P less than 0.001 and P less than 0.01 respectively) but an analysis of individual values showed an important overlap between PLC and cirrhosis. No correlation was found between serum PIIIP levels and tumour histology, presence or absence of cirrhosis, Child status, possible aetiology of the disease, indices of hepatocellular inflammation, cholestasis and synthesis, or tumour markers. On the contrary, serum PIIIP levels correlated with tumour gross pattern (z = 3, P less than 0.001) and, inversely, with survival (r = 0.659, P less than 0.01), patients with serum PIIIP over 25 ng/mL showing a significantly worse prognosis. These data confirm that hepatic fibroplasia plays an important, but not yet fully understood, role in the course of PLC. From the clinical point of view, PIIIP determination does not add to the differential diagnosis between PLC and cirrhosis but helps to identify patients with larger liver replacements and worse prognoses.